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President Arnoldo Aleman in dispute with Comptroller General
Comptroller General Agustin Jarquin's drive to acquire more control over government expenditures
has put him at odds with Nicaraguan President Arnoldo Aleman. Jarquin objects to the president's
veto of Article 18 in the 1998 budget. The article would have required all executive departments to
submit a detailed report on their spending plans to the comptroller general's office each quarter.
Aleman admitted that the Constitution permits such powers, but said the comptroller general's
authority should be limited to reviewing expenditures after the fact. He accused Jarquin of trying
to assume special authority to enhance his presidential prospects in the 2002 election. Jarquin,
however, says the Constitution gives his office authority to exercise "preventive" fiscal control as
spending proceeds.
"The veto permits the executive branch to maintain discretionary spending power, opening the way
for corruption," said Jarquin. He also criticized Aleman for transferring 25% of state revenue to the
Central Bank without specifying how the money would be used. Jarquin said he did not object to the
transfer, but wanted an explanation of planned expenditures, "otherwise it is state spending without
accountability."
Jarquin lobbied among members of the governing Partido Liberal Constitucionalista (PLC) in
the National Assembly but found little support for overriding the veto. Last October, there was a
failed attempt in the Assembly to place the comptroller general under a supervising tribunal and to
investigate his handling of departmental funds.

Electoral law violations, apathy in provincial elections
In January, the Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional (FSLN) and nine other political parties
accused the governing PLC of using state funds and vehicles while campaigning for the March 1
local elections in the two autonomous indigenous regions along the Atlantic coast. Some 19 political
parties, many of them local organizations, are running candidates for the 45 seats in each of the two
Regional Councils.
All 10 complaining parties threatened to boycott the elections if the irregularities persist. The
complaints stem from a December visit by President Aleman and his entire Cabinet to Bluefields
in the Region Autonoma del Atlantico Sur, where they handed out caps with PLC colors and logos,
distributed medicine, and deployed medical teams to attend the local population. The opposition
immediately called the trip political and the use of government vehicles and funds a violation of the
law. The Consejo Supremo Electoral (CSE) refused to hear the case, however, and sent the matter to
the attorney general and the comptroller general.
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FSLN secretary general Daniel Ortega complained that the CSE decision amounted to "complicity
or subordination to the chief executive." Still, the CSE fined both the FSLN and the PLC for
campaigning before the official Feb. 15 starting date. Comptroller General Jarquin invited
opposition parties to report any electoral violations by the PLC. Also criticizing the presidential trip
was the Regional Council in Bluefields, which formally accused the PLC of electoral violations. PLC
official Wilfredo Navarro called the charge "political blackmail," and blamed the whole affair on
Sandinista influence in the council. The PLC later produced checks and invoices to show that all the
expenses, including the use of government helicopters, were paid for with party funds.
The CSE promised to study the Bluefields complaint. Despite the fierce infighting at the campaign's
start, apathy may be the dominant factor in the elections. Roberto Courtney, executive director
of the civic group Etica y Transparencia, estimated that voter abstention could go as high as 60%,
because of lack of interest and the slow distribution of voter identification documents. "Coastal
residents do not feel voting will improve their living conditions," said Courtney.
Last July, Courtney also warned that, because the CSE could not adequately finance the election,
it was likely that parties would accept drug money. A poll taken in December by the Institute of
Nicaraguan Studies showed that 46% of those interviewed think the regional councils are useless,
and 81% said they were corrupt.

Parliamentary crisis stalls legislation
The paralysis in the National Assembly entered its second month as FSLN deputies refused to
attend sessions until the Court of Appeals rules on their complaint arising from the Jan. 9 election of
the Assembly's executive committee. The crisis began when the FSLN protested what it considered
unfair distribution of seats on the powerful seven-member executive committee (see NotiCen,
01/22/98). The party further complained that the governing PLC had excluded FSLN deputies from
chairing all but two of the Assembly's 17 standing committees. In some committees, the PLC holds
nearly all the seats, say Sandinistas.
The FSLN contends that, since it has 36 of the Assembly's 93 seats, or about 40%, it should have
40% of all committee chairs. Sandinista strategy is to resist making a political deal with the PLC
in the expectation that the court will force a complete realignment of power in the Assembly. But
the PLC's legislative leader, Eliseo Nunez, has pressed the Sandinistas to negotiate. He offered the
FSLN five committee chairs instead of two, then raised it to six. The Sandinistas are holding out for
seven and, in any case, are refusing to accept any offer pending the court's ruling. At stake is not just
the number of Sandinistas on committees, but the chance to strike a blow at the governing party. If
the court agrees that the committee's makeup violates the rule of proportional distribution of power
in the Assembly, it could invalidate every act of the Assembly since the session began in January.
Nunez said the work of the Assembly would go on "with or without the Sandinistas."
Still, Assembly sources say the Liberals are worried about losing governability and are eager to
pass important legislation, like the free-trade agreement with Mexico and the next structuraladjustment program. With less than a majority of Assembly seats, the PLC needs FSLN support for
vital legislation. As the legislative session proceeds, important committees that were to be chaired
by the FSLN have not met. Liberals are complaining to their leaders that they do not want to be
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switched around in their committee assignments by any deal with the FSLN, forcing Nunez to
say his party will not make the changes the FSLN wants. [Notimex, 01/13/98; Inter Press Service,
02/04/98; Spanish News Service EFE, 01/07/98, 02/05/98, 02/06/97, 02/08/98; La Prensa (Nicaragua),
07/15/97, 10/18/97, 01/04/98, 01/07/98, 02/06/98, 02/07/98, 02/08/98, 02/09/98, 02/10/98, 02/11/98,
02/12/98, 02/13/98, 02/20/98, 02/22/98, 02/23/98]
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